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THE DALIT LITERARY MOVEMENT 
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Around 1950, when first batch of Dalit youths graduated from Siddharth College, 
Ghanashyam Talwatkar and others set up a literary society called Siddharth Sahitya 
Sangh. Dalit writers and activists had planned to have the first Dalit writers' conference in 
December 1956, which was to be inaugurated by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar. Unfortunately he 
passed away on 6th December, 1956. 


It was a big blow for all the Dalit writers and activists. Eventually first conference of Dalit 
writers was organised in Bombay in 1958. In that conference Anna Bhau Sathe spelt out 
the purpose of Dalit literature, emphasising it's social responsibility. 


In 9 july, 1972 poets and writers like Namdeo Dhasal, Arjun Dangle and J.V. Pawar 
established the Dalit Panthers in Bombay. What's remarkable is that the leaders of the 
Dalit panthers weren't just any activists, but they were writers and poets themselves. 


Their writing was raw, intense, and evocative - it provoked a wave of literature that 
expressed the lived experiences of Dalits in a way that had never been seen before. This 
literary movement took the Marathi language by storm, causing a stir and sparking 
important conversations about Dalit literature, culture and language. 


For the first time in India's history, creative writers didn't just write about their struggles, but 
they became actively involved in politics and led a movement. The Dalit panthers’ impact 
was significant, and it marked a pivotal moment in the fight for social justice and equality. 


Speculations On A Shirt: Namdeo 
Dhasal 


Speculations On A Shirt 


Crossing over a period of painful love-play, 

Let's reject the traditional garden of conventions. 
Let's change the sex of Eve. 

Let's make Adam pregnant. 

Let’s speculate beyond animal anxieties. 

Hell's quagmire. 

The Moon acts like a pimp 

In the history of human bonds. 

The bull of sexual passion masticates 

On a disembodied heath. 

We sail in a sinking ship 

And turn into savages. 

Even just plain cloves burn our tongue; 

And we are afraid of light. 

This is how liberation itself punishes a human being. 


A human being shouldn't become so spotless. 
One should leave a few stains on one’s shirt. 
One should carry on oneself a little bit of sin. 


The main objective of this movement was to create a counter culture and create distinct 
and separate identity for Dalits. Thus, modern Dalit literature emerged in Maharashtra in 
1970s and subsequently spread to the neighbouring states of Gujarat and Karnataka, a 
phenomenon which later launched literary movements all over India. 


At the heart of this movement was modern Dalit literature, which emerged as a powerful 
tool for expressing the voices and experiences of the marginalized community. The fiery 
ideology of the Dalit Panthers sparked a revolution among the Dalit youths of Gujarat, 
igniting a literary and cultural movement that challenged centuries of oppression and 
exploitation. 


On the occasion of Dr. Ambedkar's birth anniversary in 1974, they invited Raja Dhale, J.V. 
Pawar and Bhai Sangare, leaders of Dalit panthers, to Anmedabad and organised several 
meetings to promote the Dalit Panthers ideology. Among others, Naginbhai Parmar, Dalpat 
Shrimali, Valjibhai Patel, Bakul Vakil and P.D. Vaghela were the prominent organisers of 
this event. 


This resulted in rise of a strong literary and cultural movement in Gujarat. Thanks to the 
influence of the Dalit Panthers from Maharashtra, writers and poets like Dalpat Chauhan, 
Pravin Gadhvi, Nirav Patel, and many others fearlessly tackled the themes of caste 
oppression and class exploitation, igniting a powerful movement that shook the foundation 
of the state. 
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In 1975 several educated Dalit writers and activists of Gujarat gathered in Anmedabad to 
give a proper shape to the emerging Dalit consciousness in the state. They decided to start 
a monthly magazine titled "Panther" in order to carve out a creative space of their own. 
This groundbreaking magazine showcased the work of countless Dalit poets and writers, 
helping them to expose entrenched oppression. 


Several Dalit poetry collections came out during the early part of 1980s. For example, in 
1981 Dalit Kavita (an anthology of poetry) was edited by Ganpat Parmar and Manishi Jani. 
Chandu Maheria and Balkrishna Anand edited another collection titled "Visphot" in 1982. 


Chandu Maheria edited "Asmita" in 1983. 


These anthologies are work of individual poets and writers who made concerted efforts to 
draw attention of the readers to a new kind of writing that was coming from the 
marginalised community. 


By 1980s the privileged castes (Oppressor castes) of Gujrat had already taken note of the 
Dalit movement. Terrified of losing their grip on literature and other domains to the Dalits, 
these privileged castes vehemently opposed the reservation policy and shamelessly 
organized a brutal series of attacks on the Dalits in both 1981 and 1985. These cowardly 
acts of violence were nothing but desperate attempts to maintain their unjust hold on power 
and suppress the voices of the marginalized communities. 


In Karnataka too developed a healthy Dalit literary movement very early. In a function held 
on 19 November 1973, organised by Dr Ambedkar Vichara Vedike and the backward Class 
Students Forum of the University of Mysore, B. Basavalingappa, a Dalit minister in Devraj 
Urs government, delivered a speech and termed Kannada literature as bhusa (cattle feed). 


Basavalingappa’s criticism was directed at contemporary Kannada literature, which 
represented only upper castes and lacked representation of lower sections. 

This led to widespread public protest in the state, ultimately leading to his dismissal from 
the state cabinet. A series of violent protests and strikes continued, and eventually 
Basavalingappa was expelled. 


This incident gave rise to a movement called "Bandaya Movement" which was started by 
D. R. Nagaraj, Siddalingaiah and Shudra Shrinivas in 1974. They named the literature of 
the movement "Bandaya Sahitya". 

This progressive and rebellious literary movement used prose and poetry to challenge 
social and economic injustices. 


A series of literary magazines such as Dalitha, Panchama, Andolana, Shudra and 
Sankramana came out. The Dalit movement eventually led to the formation of Dalit 
Sangharsh Samiti in June 1977. Siddalingaiah, Devanoor Mahadeva, Devaiah Harave, K. 


Ramaiah and Many others Dalit writers and activists played an important role in the 
formation of the Samiti. 
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Today, the legacy of the Dalit literary movement lives on, inspiring new generations of 
writers and activists to continue the fight for dignity and equality. 
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